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For Dick Wulf.


From all of us who fell in love with the world you created.

From all those whose lives you touched for His glory.
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FOREWORD


There is a lot of evil in this world and we need to fight it. What you are about to read is a fantastic story. But, if you understand the deeper truths hidden in Wolf Soldier, you can become a lightraider in the real world—complete with the real supernatural spiritual power of the Holy Spirit.

For example, in Wolf Soldier, the characters are protected by a supernatural shield when fighting goblins and orcs. In this real world, I have been protected by such a shield of faith. One example of many was when I was trapped in a room with no way of escape by eight of the most dangerous prisoners in the maximum security prison at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas discussing how they might kill me and get away with it. But God saw me through with His protection. I could give you many more real-life examples, and I am sure that James R. Hannibal could also. So, ask yourself to look for the secret to this protection from evil when you read Wolf Soldier. From where or whom does real power and protection come?

The lightraider world is also about togetherness and teamwork. So much in our culture tells us to pursue being a hero alone. Learn in this story how very wrong that can be. So much more can be done to battle evil by small groups of people working together as a team. Note how each character in Wolf Soldier needs the others. Then, determine to face life with others to deal with trouble and evil.

In 1983 when I invented the game DragonRaid, upon which the world of this story is based, I wanted to develop strong, brave, and courageous soldiers to fight evil. In addition to reading this story, you might want to gather a few friends and play that game or new games from Lightraider Academy. Over the years DragonRaid has transformed many players into soldiers of the cross in one way or the other. It would take pages and pages for me to tell you all of those stories.

I am thrilled to have given DragonRaid and its world and allegorical ideas to James R. Hannibal. He will carry Lightraider Academy forward and see that more and more people are becoming lightraiders in real life.

Read Wolf Soldier and then join us in making this world a better place by facing down and defeating evil.

Dick Wulf


PROLOGUE


A jagged block sheered from the granite wall and split in two at Malid’s feet, inches from his claws. He paused in his work to hiss at the underling beside him, flecks of spittle escaping between yellowed fangs. “If we should delve deep enough to reach the white core, cousin Gorid, take care not to touch it. Yes, take care. Take care.” The goblin mine boss set his pickaxe down and thrust a gray-green hand into the lantern’s glow, showing off a mottled scar. “It burns.”

Malid’s crew hauled away debris behind him and shored up the passage. They’d channeled a good deal south from the northern foot of the monstrous peaks. Most feared to tunnel there, afraid the unnatural mountains might come crashing down on them. But Malid’s crew feared his wrath more than cave-ins.

Seeing his chief resting, Gorid upended his pickaxe and leaned a pair of wiry forearms on the handle. “The dragons will be pleased with us, cousin. Yes. Pleased. Pleased, indeed. No one has come this far before. No one.”

Weak, Gorid was, and lazy—a sniveling toadstool-kisser.

“Who told you to stop working?” Malid kicked the axe handle and sent his cousin tumbling to the ground. “Now pick yourself up and get to it. Get to it!” He added a second kick for good measure, letting his claws stab into the smaller goblin’s fungal flesh.

The others laughed.

Gorid recovered his pickaxe and swung with new fervor at the solid black granite. Each strike bounced off with a disappointing clink.

“Useless cur!” Malid let the rage, the black fire of his people, surge. He spun Gorid by the shoulders and shoved him against the wall. “Useless, useless!”

The cackles of his crew fed his frenzy, and Malid pounded Gorid’s skull against the rock. “Perhaps . . . if you used . . . your head . . . cousin.”

With a crunch of brittleknit bone and a crack of granite, a chunk of wall broke loose and slipped away. White stone glistened behind.

A thunderclap sounded within the mountain.

A crewman snorted. “It worked. Using his head worked.”

“Shut up, you. Shut up. Be quiet.” Malid let Gorid slump to the floor and stared at the exposed face.

The core.

He crept forward, stepping upon his groaning relative to get a closer look. The white stone had always been as smooth as polished glass. No tool of goblin or dragon design could ever mar it. Yet a web of spidery cracks sparkled in the lantern’s flicker. This little patch of the Southern Overlord’s impossible barrier looked as fragile as eggshells.

He swung his pickaxe. The fragile shell chipped. Malid swung again, and then again and again. Sparks flew. White dust surrounded him. The tough, fibrous skin of his face and arms sizzled. Gorid screamed at his feet. Then fragments exploded from the patch in a sudden torrent of cold air.

Pain.

Agony, yet not from the burning. Malid feared his head might burst. He dropped his axe and doubled over, clawing at his temples.

“Boss?”

“I’m fine.” His voice. Not his voice.

“But boss, your skin is burning—burning still.”

Malid struck the worried crewman across the mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m fine. Fine, I say.” The pain in his flesh was welcome fuel for his rage, and the pain within his skull had fled as quickly as it came, leaving him stronger than ever before. Stronger. Yes. Wiser. Malid knew things. Ages of understanding poured into his mind. He couldn’t shut it out. He didn’t want to.

All settled to silence, save for Gorid’s dying moans. Malid’s attack had hewn a hole the size of an oak mocktree’s knobby head through the white core, joining his mine to some ancient tunnel dug from the other side. The torrent of wind had dropped to a mere breeze, and the air carried with it a foul smell that hadn’t affronted Malid’s nostrils for decades. No. Not Malid’s nostrils. The memory was not his. It belonged to the ancient spirit filling his mind, and the ancient spirit knew that stink—the unmistakable stench of the Keledan.


PART ONE


BREACH
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“Pay careful attention, then, to how you walk—not as unwise people but as wise—making the best use of the time, because the days are evil.”

Ephesians 5:15–16
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“Seventeen, eighteen.” Connor Enarian sat on the low stone wall of a hillside pasture, letting his tehpa’s sheep brush against his crook as they passed through the gate, out into the road for the drive home. The hunters of the southern forests and the farmers of the central plains counted sheep as a cure for wakefulness, or so he’d heard. Yet the Enarians and the other hill folk had managed to make a living of it. Connor counted forty-eight sheep four times a day, give or take.

“Twenty-five, twenty-six.” He didn’t bother watching. He merely felt the bump of each ewe waddling by. They knew the routine. Nor did he watch the flock waiting in the road, baaing and bleating in a mindless chorus he’d long since learned to ignore. Connor kept his gaze fixed north. The winds were picking up high in the Celestial Peaks, and he didn’t want to miss the spectacle.

Evening. The best part of Connor’s day, and not only because the scent of a dozen dinners wafted up from the village. More than the scent of bread and pork, he loved the view.

Icy swirls blew among the countless summits of the Celestial Peaks, colored red by a sun about to fade. Before the next tick of Stonyvale’s fountain clock, the perpetual storm hanging to the Western Sea would hide its fire. Together, the peaks and the Storm Mists formed the Rescuer’s barrier, a giant wall defining the edges of Connor’s world. There were points beyond. But the Keledan no longer ventured there. The Assembly had forbidden it.

Connor’s tehpa—his father in the high-mannered diction of the coastal cities—agreed with them. Often, Tehpa had warned Connor about the horrors north of the barrier, evils no Keledan need ever face. His stories were enough to wither all but the lightest fantasies of daring adventure a shepherd boy might harbor in his heart.

“Forty-seven, forty . . . eight.” Connor’s crook clacked against the stone wall. He poked around with the butt of it, still mesmerized by the mountain swirls. “Forty . . . eight,” he said again, as if repeating the number would make a ewe magically appear. The crook stabbed empty air. He blinked and glanced down. No ewe.

Connor looked to the flock waiting in the road. They stared at him, bleating out a collective I told you so. He counted them again. Forty-seven.

Not once in the eight years since his tehpa first bestowed on him the dubious honor of grazing the flock had he lost a sheep. How could this happen? The sheep weren’t clever enough to breach the trees at the top of the pasture. More than one wolf pack lived in Dayspring Forest, and autumn was their season, but they rarely ventured into the light to disturb the flocks. Connor swallowed. Rarely.

“Stay.” He pointed his crook at the flock as he hopped down and closed the gate. “All of you.” He raced up the hill and blew a shrill note on the reed whistle hanging from his neck. No ewe came running. Down below, the rams bucked at the gate, trying to obey the call. Using the whistle again risked putting them into a frenzy, but Connor couldn’t go home to Tehpa shorthanded. He drew another breath.

A wilting cry from the boulders at the forest’s edge stopped him. Connor knew the boulders well. He often passed the long ticks of the day running up their sides to reach the tops or leaping from one to the other. There were no drops or sharp edges between them to hurt a ewe—no narrow gaps where she might get stuck. He slipped a stone into his sling and shielded his eyes against the setting sun. “Ho!” he shouted, as Tehpa had taught him, lest he catch a feeding wolf unaware. “Ho!”

He felt ridiculous.

A second cry led him to a shadowed hollow in the largest boulder. Before his eyes adjusted, his head smacked against a low-hanging shelf.

The ewe bleated at him.

“You think this is funny?”

He said it to calm his own nerves. Far from laughing, the ewe cowered in the hollow, trembling. Connor rubbed his aching head and frowned. Sheep had no imagination. They didn’t conjure up predators where none existed. Something real—wolf or otherwise—had terrified this ewe. With a troubled sigh, he gathered her into his arms and carried her out into the failing light.

“Oi! Connor Enarian!” A booming voice rolled up the hill. Barnabas Botloff waved to him from the thickly padded seat of a wagon filled with bundles and burlap bags, a half-eaten loaf in his hand, his reins in the other. “Are you plannin’ to move this flock along, or shall I return to Pleasanton to spend the night?” The parcelman showed no real sign of impatience. His horse, however, gave Connor and the ewe a look that could peel the paint off a barn door.

“Something spooked her.” Connor set the ewe down and nudged her through the gate.

“Wolf?”

“Don’t think so. No tracks.”

“Hawk, then. Owl?” Barnabas squeezed each question out around a mouthful of bread. “Owls’re mean. Ask our ravens. They’ll tell you.”

The ewe took her place among the flock, and Connor worked his crook to press his rearguard into a loose formation. He wanted no stragglers during the drive home. “That’d have to be one big owl to go after a full-grown ewe.”

“’Tis possible.” Barnabas patted his round belly. “I m’self have tackled a good many giant birds in my day.”

“Those were geese, Barnabas.”

“And a few turkeys.”

The horse turned its great head and gave them both a wet, pointed snort.

“What?” Barnabas leaned out and patted the horse’s rump. “You in a hurry, Clarence?”

A pair of big brown horse eyes shifted dolefully to the loaf of bread.

Barnabas winked at Connor. “We’d better get his majesty to the inn for some oats, or I’ll never hear the end of it. He’s haulin’ quite a load—wood and apples from Dayspring Forest and smelted iron from the mines at Huckleheim.” He set the reins in his lap and struck a flame to his lantern. The warm yellow light grew between them. “Thank the High One I only bring the iron downhill and not up, or Clarence’d quit me for sure. He’d plop down in his stall at Ravencrest and ne’er get up again.”

With a short blast from Connor’s whistle, the rams started forward. Clarence ambled behind the flock, wagon wheels creaking under the weight of his load. Connor fell in step beside the cart. “Speaking of Ravencrest . . .”

He let the name hang in the air. The mountain outpost might have dwindled in recent years, but messenger birds from the south still flew to its towers, to Glimwick the ravenmaster. At times, those messages found their way to the parcelman’s ear. Connor pressed him. “I haven’t seen you in weeks. You must have a story to tell.”

“Oh, but I do. You are the story, my young friend.”

A lagging sheep bumped into Connor’s knees. He stumbled and caught himself with his crook. “Me?”

“Sure.” Barnabas twisted over his big belly to reach into the cart. “Every wool waver and egg pusher in the five vales wants to know what it’s all about. But the old man’s not sayin’ a word.” He drew a rolled parchment from within his vest, sealed with blue wax. A scrawl of black ink—Connor’s own name—caught the lantern light and gleamed in burnt orange.

The star seal pressed into the wax told him little. Many in Keledev used the Rescuer’s birthmark for seals and signatures—either that or a blacksmith’s hammer. The letter could be from anyone. He took it with an unsteady hand. “But who would send a letter to me?”

“Who would—” Bread flew from the parcelman’s mouth in an explosive guffaw. Clarence shook the half-chewed pieces from his mane and glowered at Connor as if the indignity were his fault. “The proper question,” Barnabas said once he’d recovered, “is why haven’t you answered any of the other letters?”
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Connor sat on a split-log bench in the hearth room of his family’s cottage. The unbelievable letter lay open beside him. Cottage was Mehma’s word. Grotto, cave, or hole fit better. The dwellings of Stonyvale had been dug from the valley walls—caverns of refuge, centuries old and dressed with homey facades by families who’d never moved on after the dragon war ended.

He rested his chin on his knees and lifted his eyes upward to the painting over the fire. Faelin Enarian, the patehpa Connor never knew, stood defiant on the canvas, a young man in dark blue steel etched with gold scrollwork, a great silver wolf at his hip. Connor had never fully worked out the wolf’s tameness or wildness. At times, he detected a smile in the curl of its lip. At others, he saw the beginnings of a snarl.

Faelin’s hand rested lightly on a tall sword slung at his side, partially covering the deep purple jewel in its pommel—a starlot, forged in a crucible of ice and dragon fire on the day the Celestial Peaks came to be. Starlots were the tokens of those who had crossed the barrier. They were the tokens of the Lightraider Order. Or so Connor had heard. The Lightraider Order, like his patehpa, was no more.

Over the last two generations, the Keledan had huddled down in the peace and safety of their land, none daring to defy the Assembly’s command—until now.

Biting his lip, Connor raised the letter to read it once more.

Connor Enarian of Stonyvale,

Greetings and Blessings to You,

Four birds have I sent since high summer, and four birds have returned to Glimwick the ravenmaster bringing no reply. I must admit I am aghast at your rudeness. Yet I hold out hope for some justification, as you are Faelin Enarian’s grandson.

At worst, you are dead, and so this rudeness might be forgiven. At best, my letters have gone astray. This is what the Helper has pressed upon my heart. Thus, I am sending this final notice in the care of our parcelman Barnabas. After this, I am afraid there can be no further letters. There is no time. The harvest is nearly upon us.

As stated in the other messages, I am pleased to inform you that Lightraider Academy is opening its gates after remaining empty these many years. The Order will be restored. You, as one among twenty potentials, have been chosen for the inaugural class, should you pass the entry trial. The Order once called it the Initiate’s Quest, but that was long ago. For now, let us just say you will be tested.

Look for me at Ravencrest on the first night of the harvest moons. At dawn on the morning after, we begin our climb to the fortress. Pray do not be late. Once the company departs for Ras Telesar, no potentials may join us. Doors do not remain open forever. That is the way of things.

In the Rescuer’s Mighty Name,

Avner Jairun

Last and Latest Headmaster

Lightraider Academy

Connor dropped the letter onto the bench and returned his gaze to the painting. Faelin would have raced off to Ravencrest. Connor could easily do the same. Tehpa and Mehma were in the birthing stall catching a new lamb. That very moment, he could steal a bite from the cupboards, take the family mare, and slip away. The letter spurred his dreams for a life beyond counting sheep.

The letter also dredged up nightmares born of Tehpa’s dark stories, and the nightmares overpowered the dreams. So, Connor sat there, unable to move.

The cottage door swung open. A breeze tousled Connor’s brown hair as Mehma hurried past with her water pail. Behind her, Tehpa lingered at the threshold. He tossed his birthing apron in the corner. “You didn’t stay for the birthing, boy. I feared we might come in and find you ill.” He forced a laugh. “And here I find you reading, of all things.”

Connor did not have patience for Tehpa’s roundabout manner—not this evening. “Why, Father?” he asked, using the formal diction to show him the graveness of his mood. “Why would you hide this from me? What right did you have?”

“I had every right.” Tehpa stepped between Connor and the hearth. “My sehna, my son, far from having a house of his own, is receiving ravens? I am your tehpa who loves you. Those letters rightfully came to me first, and I disposed of them for your protection.”

“Do you mean protection from ravens or from a life beyond these caves?”

“A life?” Tehpa let out a sharp laugh. “Where? In Tanelethar? The Dragon Lands? The Assembly closed the academy for good reason. The Order’s raids brought death to their knights and pain to our people—our family. Faelin, your patehpa, gave up his life for folly. And the headmaster at Ras Telesar sped him on his way.”

“Avner Jairun is a great man.”

“Avner Jairun is a senile old crackpot hiding in the hills.” Tehpa snatched the letter from Connor’s hand and shook it at him. “Are you so eager to face the darkness, boy?”

Connor glared at him for another heartbeat, then dropped his gaze to the rushes lining the floor.

“I didn’t think so.”

A loud thock interrupted their argument. Two halves of a lettuce head fell apart, split by Mehma’s cleaver. “Calm yourself, Edwin,” she said with a stern look he’d never have suffered from anyone else. “Connor only wants to—”

“This is a fool’s quest, Mara.” He turned to the hearth, crumpling the letter in his fist. “Even if Avner had license from the Assembly to open those gates, I’d not let Connor go. I gave my father for the Order’s cause. I will not give my son!” He cast the parchment into the fire and stormed away.

Connor watched the letter burn and blacken. The wax seal lingered. For an instant, the star shined bright blue, then melted away.
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Connor sat straight up in bed, roused by a cry. He saw nothing in the black of his windowless room, another consequence of making a home from a cave. As the fog of sleep lifted, he realized the cry might have been his own—a scream within a nightmare. Sweat drenched his nightshirt, now cold and clinging to his skin. He gathered his wool blanket about his shoulders and tried to recall his dreams.

Supper had been silent, and Tehpa’s evening prayers short. Connor had drifted off to sleep listening to harsh whispers in the other room. Listening had given way to dreaming, and dreaming sent him back to the night’s argument. In the dream Tehpa yelled at him before a blazing hearth twice its usual size, with Patehpa’s wolf glowering down from the painting.

For the second time, Connor watched the letter burn.

For the second time, he felt an unsettling sense of relief.

In the dream, it had not been the star seal that shamed him, but Patehpa’s wolf, snarling with disappointment. Connor’s voiceless thoughts pleaded with the beast. He wanted to go, but the letter had made the shadows of terrifying creatures from half-remembered stories real. And as the crumpled parchment unfurled in the fire, ribbons of red snaking along the edges, those shadows poured out like smoke. Fangs and claws threatened to claim him as they’d claimed his patehpa. Monsters surged from the hearth. The wolf howled, diving into the fray.

Connor shuddered. That must have been the moment he cried out and woke.

He settled back, but before his head touched the sack of straw serving as his pillow, he heard a desperate bleating. A ewe was in pain. It hadn’t been Connor’s own voice that woke him from the nightmare after all. He’d better deal with the wounded animals before Tehpa woke. What had those sheep done to themselves this time?

Outside, a stiff wind blew down the vale, wet with dew, chilling him to the bone. Connor hurried barefoot across the sheep pen—still dark in the night’s first watch. The bright moons Phanos and Tsapha had not yet risen, and the shadow moon Molunos was little more than an empty void among the stars.

Across the pen, the door to the cave serving as the family barn creaked open and banged shut again. Tehpa must have forgotten to drop the latch after the birthing. Perhaps a ewe had wandered halfway out and been caught by its swing.

Connor ducked into the barn and dragged the door closed behind him, wind whistling through its slats. He pulled an iron lantern down from the wall and struck a light. No wool on the door. No blood. If a ewe had been hit, it got away clean. He straightened, turning to face the flock, and had to stifle a dismayed cry.

The sheep pressed themselves against the backs of their stalls, trembling the way the ewe had trembled when he found her in the hollow. At the barn’s center, at the edge of the scattered light shining through the star holes punched in the lamp’s shielded walls, lay a pair of sheep, side by side. A pool of blood soaked the straw beneath them, seeping from many wounds.

This was no wolf or bear attack. The cuts were long and straight, and widely spread. Connor knew the slice of a knife when he saw one. The sheep were still bleeding out. The killer had slit their throats last, cutting on the bodies while they were still alive.

The door banged. Connor whipped around. “Who’s there?”

No one answered. Slowly, he lifted his crook from the wall and held its curved end to his chest like a shield. He’d left his sling by his bed. No good to him there. The door creaked open again with the wind. Hadn’t he latched it?

The cottage door stood open too. He heard Mehma scream.
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The flame in the old iron lantern guttered to barely a spark as Connor raced toward the cottage. He burst through the door. “Mehma?”

“I’m here, Connor. Stay back!”

The fire was dead, the hearth room all but black. As the flame in the lantern recovered, Connor saw her. He saw them both.

Mehma cowered in the corner next to her shelves of cookware, holding an iron pot like a sword. Before her stood a foul creature—short and hunched with fungus ulcers growing like cave mushrooms from its hide. It wielded a curved knife as long as its arm. The creature turned halfway round and glared at him with yellow eyes, disproportionately large for its skull. “Hello, shaggycap,” it said in a squeaky voice. “Come to play, did you? Did you, now? One more step and I’ll gut her.”

Connor remembered the old stories well enough to know what stood before him. The ulcers, the loose-woven hide like stinkhorn net. This was a goblin.

Impossible.

Or had Connor’s nightmare been real? Had a monster truly climbed out of the burning letter?

Mehma advanced from her corner, pot held high. Without taking its eyes off Connor, the goblin lowered the knife to her midsection to back her away. “M’lady is so impatient. Yes, she is. But don’t worry, shaggycap. Don’t worry. I’ll see to you next, to be sure, to be sure.” With a tittering laugh, the goblin turned and prepared to disembowel its victim.

Connor raised his crook, ready to swing.

“Leave her alone!” Tehpa barreled in from the hall, nightshirt flying behind him, wielding a sword Connor thought had been lost forever—a sword with a deep purple starlot in its pommel. The goblin hissed and raised its knife to deflect the strike. Tehpa slammed into its body and the two rolled to the floor.

Whether by accident or skill, the goblin wound up on top, still in command of the knife. It swung the weapon down in a vicious arc.

“Tehpa!” Connor started toward them, expecting to see the knife slice into the arm Tehpa had raised to defend himself. A white flash knocked the blade off its mark. The ghostly form of a warrior’s shield lingered, then vanished.

Connor stopped in mid-step. “Tehpa?”

“Stay back, boy. You don’t know how to fight a dragon corruption!”

Enraged by the resistance, the creature swung its knife again. Once more, the shield flashed, but this time Tehpa grunted in pain. The goblin cackled and rained down blow after blow, each one getting closer and closer to bare skin, until, in desperation, Tehpa made a weakened counterblow with his sword.

A sweep of the goblin’s long knife sent the sword skittering across the floor. The creature raised its blade high for a killing blow.

“No!” Connor lurched in to thrust his crook at the goblin’s head.

The creature merely jerked its face back. The crook sailed past its nostrils and stayed there, awkwardly extended. The goblin cocked its head and sneered. “I told you to wait your turn, shaggycap. Wait your turn, I said.” It didn’t seem to notice the ram’s-horn hook hanging just below its knife hand.

Connor twisted the crook to catch the wrist and yanked with all his might. The goblin yelped. The blade flew from its grasp. It bared its claws and charged.

A wild swing of the lantern connected full force with the goblin’s head, and the iron crumpled. The light went out. The creature shrieked with rage.

“Run, Connor!” Tehpa shouted from the shadows. Connor could hear him scrambling to his feet. “Take your mehma and run!”

There was a scuffle.

An angry hiss.

A pained shout from Tehpa.

In the midst of it all, Connor ran to get Mehma, but he tripped and fell. When he rolled over beside her, he saw the faint glow of two yellow eyes. He heard Tehpa, distant, much weaker than before. “Run, Connor.”

The eyes inched closer. “Do you feel the fear, young Keledan? Do you? Do you? Is it all that you dreamed?”

Connor raised one arm to protect Mehma as he scrambled back against the wall. His other hand came to rest on cold steel. He had no doubt as to what he’d found. But when he tried to pick up his patehpa’s sword, the edge bit into his hand. Connor gasped and let it drop to the rushes. Blood trickled down his palm.

A hideous laugh.

Fangs flying toward him.

He fumbled to find the hilt, hampered by the slipperiness of his own blood, and snatched it up to brace the jeweled pommel against his stomach. The blade slid into the goblin’s throat.
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All remained dark and silent for several heartbeats. Connor felt Mehma’s arms about his shoulders. He felt the tremor of her sobs. Sword and goblin fell to the side as one. “Mehma?”

“I’m all right. The corruption didn’t touch me.”

They helped one another to their feet, and Connor found a candle on the shelves. As he struck the light, he heard a groan. Tehpa was sitting against the wall, one hand gripping his shoulder. Blood soaked his nightshirt.

Connor rushed to his side.

“It hurts.” Tehpa gritted his teeth as Connor eased his hand away from the wound. “It hurts like a hundred wasp stings.” The flesh above his collarbone was torn and ragged, black with blood. “You’d think a creature made of fungus would have softer teeth.”

Mehma appeared beside them, apron on, moving with purpose. She set the night’s water pail and a bowl of herbs next to her husband and dabbed at the wound.

With each touch of the rag, Tehpa winced. He fixed his eyes on Connor. “I told you to get her out of here. But you wanted to play the hero. You wanted to be Faelin.”

“No, I—”

“Ignore him.” Mehma cut off Connor’s reply. “Get me another light.”

He nodded and retreated to the cupboard to find a lantern.

Tehpa’s voice chased after him. “They hunt in packs, you know. This isn’t ov—” He sucked in a sharp breath as Mehma pressed the rag into his wound.

“Quiet, you,” she said. “Let us work.”

By the time Connor returned with the light, Mehma had cleared away most of the excess blood. Holding the lantern close, he saw the deep puncture wounds from the creature’s fangs, oozing blood. Veins visible through the skin darkened and spidered outward. “Infection is setting in. I should wake the physician.”

“Stay.” Mehma caught his wrist with a wet hand. “Rash action will do us little good here.”

“But, Mehma—”

Tehpa’s hand flopped at him. “Hush, boy. Your mehma told you to hush. He never was an intelligent child, was he, Mara?”

Mehma slapped a fresh rag, covered in herbs, over the wound. “I told you to hush, as well. Now hold that in place while I go make a proper dressing.”

Connor followed her to the bedchamber and watched her throw her favorite dress across the bed. “What are you doing?”

“Making a proper dressing, as I said.”

“That’s a dress, Mehma, not a dressing. Let me ride to Pleasanton. Tehpa needs the physician. I can have him here before the next watch, less than two ticks.”

She cut the hem with a kitchen knife and tore away a strip of linen to wrap the cut on Connor’s hand. He’d quite forgotten about it. “Mehma, the doctor.”

“Put your clothes on—your cloak too. Then go hitch the horse to the cart. Pack food and water for two days’ journey.” She tied off the bandage and returned to tearing her dress into narrow strips of pink and blue flowers. “The broken flesh must wait. There is deeper damage done.”

Connor began to wonder if panic had stolen her good sense. “I won’t need the cart or food. The ride to Pleasanton is short.”

“Pleasanton is not your goal. You must ride all the way to Ravencrest, fast as you can. Get your tehpa to Avner Jairun before he heads up into the mountains.”

“Master Jairun?” Connor lowered his voice to a whisper and glanced down the hall. “The man Tehpa called a senile old crackpot? He’ll never—”

“Give him no choice. Senile or not, Avner is a guardian and a renewer, trained in the healing arts.”

They were going in circles while the infection set in. Connor had seen the same spidering veins on a ewe that caught her leg on a rusty nail. They’d found her too late, and Tehpa had put her down to end her suffering.

He tried being firm. “We have a healer here, Mehma, in the hill country. Let me get him.”

“Good. Excellent. You’ll have to be just as confident and strong on the road.” Mehma raked her hands across the bed, gathering up her flowered strips, then looked her son in the eye. “A village healer’s herbs and bloodletting will not rid your tehpa of this poison. He needs a renewer, a man who has walked the world beyond the peaks—one who has waded through the black effluence of a thousand dragon corruptions and survived.” She stepped around Connor and headed for the hall. “Your tehpa needs a lightraider.”
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Connor cringed at every bump in the road and every grunt and moan from the wool-covered heap in his cart. He had the mare up to a trot, the fastest he dared. Tehpa lay in the back, grumbling in delirium, thanks to Mehma’s sleeping draught.

Lifting Tehpa into the cart had been a trial, but they’d managed it. Mehma had covered him with blankets then disappeared into the house for a moment and returned with the sword, wiped clean and sheathed in an ornate scabbard of black leather.

“This is Faelin’s sword,” Connor had said as she helped him strap it to his belt. “Isn’t it? Why did Tehpa keep it hidden?”

“You know why. Now go. Every moment counts.”

Connor hesitated when he passed the physician’s house at Pleasanton, on the River Anamturas, beneath the largest clock tower in the five vales. The big waterwheel had filled all the smaller vessels in the tower’s face—the twelve ticks of the day. And it had filled the first of the four larger vessels representing the four night watches. Each of those ticks and watches would be filled once more and half again before Connor’s journey brought him to Ravencrest and Master Jairun. Could Tehpa wait that long?

He drove on—only because he’d promised Mehma—and turned north onto the river bridge to join the Rising Road. The trees of Dayspring Forest loomed ahead, with ragged clouds gathering above them in the foothills. The air smelled like rain.

“Perfect.”

The first large drops spattered on the gravel mere seconds before Dayspring swallowed the cart. Broad-limbed trees spread their canopies over the edges of road. Connor shifted the cart to take cover beneath them, crunching chestnuts under hoof and wheel. He patted the mare’s neck. “See, girl? Nothing to worry about.”

Thunder cracked in the foothills. An acrid, metallic taste filled the air.

The mare whinnied her disagreement.

“It’s just a little lightning. Far away. Be thankful the rain is light.”

Within minutes, the patter became a pound and stirred the gravel to a slurry of mud. The gutters became rivers. The overhanging branches offered no protection at all. The horse whinnied in earnest, calling him a liar outright.

“Sorry, girl,” he said, reining her to a stop. “Take a rest. I need to check on Tehpa.”

The wool blankets would not stay dry for long. As Connor added the few waxed skins he’d brought, Tehpa sputtered against the rain. “I’m all wet, boy. All wet. What’s happening?”

“I’m taking you to a healer.” Connor withheld the name. Better to save that argument for the journey’s end. He pressed Tehpa’s hand down to hold a skin in place. His fingers were hot. Fever was setting in. “Mehma says rest slows an infection. Go—”

A rustling came from the trees, loud enough to be heard over the rain. A rabbit burrowing under the brush to escape the rain? Connor swallowed. “Go back to sleep, Tehpa.”

“But . . . the goblins . . .”

“The goblin is dead. Sleep. Please. We need to drive on. The storm is moving south. The faster we head north, the faster it’ll pass.”

“No, boy.” Tehpa’s eyes popped open, and he grabbed Connor’s wrist. “Remember what I told you. Remember.” Lightning flashed, revealing two silhouettes on the road behind. Connor heard cackles within the fading thunder. Tehpa’s grip went slack. “They hunt in packs.”
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Mud flew behind the mare’s galloping hooves, thudding against the cart bench. The hill ahead was more waterfall than road, but Connor cracked the reins to drive her harder. She dug into the slope, steady and strong, then faltered.

The mare’s legs buckled. The hitch splintered and cracked, throwing Connor to the wash at the road’s center. His whole world became grit and the taste of mud as he crawled, clawing and slipping through the flow, unable to gain a foothold. The mare suffered the same problem, thrashing against the broken hitch.

Giving up on trying to stand, he crawled on hands and knees to the cart’s wreckage and dragged his tehpa free, still asleep thanks to the herbal draught. He saw no wounds other than the goblin bite. Connor propped him against a knoll that peeked above the underbrush. “Stay put,” he said, as if Tehpa might run off. “I have to get the mare up soon or we’re done for.”

Using the brush and trees for support, he made it to his feet, then crossed the wash to the horse.

She was no help at all.

When Connor tried to lift the hitch pole from her side, the mare kicked the crossbar and sent him flying to land with a splat onto his ruined pack and blankets. He let out a frustrated shout and rolled over in the mud. As he pressed himself to his knees, a shadow fell across his vision.

Steel rang. By the High One’s grace, Connor found his feet. He leapt up with Faelin’s sword leveled.

A hooded form reeled back, splashing. “Hey. Watch it!”

Not a goblin. A girl.

The rain had settled, and in the moonlight breaking through the waning clouds, Connor saw a young woman about his own age, red hair tucked into the hood of her traveling cloak. She stared cross-eyed at the blade. “I try to help you, and this is your thanks?”

Connor let the tip slap down between his feet. “I thought you were a goblin.”

A second traveler came up beside the girl, towing two geldings by their bridles. “A goblin. He’s mad, Teegs. Leave him be, or we’ll never reach Ravencrest in time.”

The girl glared at the speaker and introduced herself as Teegan. She helped Connor with the mare and in gathering the muddy remains of his supplies. They transferred what they could to the saddlebags of the two geldings.

The young man turned out to be her twin, Tiran, who did nothing to help, but interrupted often while Teegan explained their purpose on the road. “We left four days past, not three, Shessa. If you’re going to tell him our business, get it right.”

“Four days since we left, Brehna. But only three on the road.”

“What sort of measure is that? Do you only count the ticks by the time you spend on a horse’s back?”

“I measure ticks by the time I must spend listening to your prattle.”

They went on and on.

The twins, Connor gleaned from their bickering, had traveled from Sil Tymest, a forest village on the southern coast, as potentials for Lightraider Academy. They had spent an extra night in Pleasanton, and so they’d risked traveling in the storm to keep their pace. During the deluge, they’d watched Connor take off at a mad pace and wreck his cart. His subsequent proclamation that Teegan might be a goblin solidified the appearance of lunacy.

“A wolf attacked your tehpa,” Teegan said in a tone usually reserved for little children and very old men. She eyed Tehpa, who still slept against the knoll. “Yes. A wolf. Not a goblin. Autumn is season of the packs, after all. And they’ll eat the rest of him if we leave him there bleeding too long. We must find the road.” She pushed a final, dirty sausage into the mare’s saddlebags, picked up her lantern, and wandered off into the forest.

“But . . . we’re standing on the road,” Connor said to Tiran, who didn’t bother to respond.

Soon, all he could see of Teegan was her lantern, bobbing up and down. “The marker must be here somewhere.”

“What marker? What road?”

Tiran left Connor’s side to fuss with the horses’ tackle. “One that’d offer us a shorter path, but one she’ll never find.” He finished tightening a billet strap, then cupped a hand to his mouth and shouted. “Mehma told us those stories years ago, Teegs. Face it. The Old Road is gone, claimed by the trees.”

The light continued bobbing, ignoring him. Tiran let out a breath through his nose. “We wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t insisted on delaying in Pleasanton.”

“Aethia wasn’t well.” The light drew close to the road again, and the girl poked her head out through a curtain of vines, holding the lantern close to her freckled face. “She needed the rest.”

“And she got it. Now we’re late.”

Aethia? Connor didn’t ask. “We should be on our way.”

“Worried about the wolves?” Tiran answered him with a smirk. “Or is it your goblins?”

“Believe what you will. I heard something in the forest. Either way, I must get my tehpa to Ravencrest before dawn on the morrow next.”

“The morrow next? Either you’ve underestimated your road or overestimated your horse. By the Rising Road, Ravencrest is still two days’ ride. My shessa, in her folly, has been counting on a more direct route.” He raised his voice again. “Give it up, Teegs. The Old Road is lost, either to myth or forest.”

“How strange, then”—Teegan waved the lantern—“that I should be standing at its gate.”

Getting to the small clearing she’d found was no easy task. When Connor finally emerged from the brush, pulling the mare and supporting his wounded tehpa, he found Tiran squatting with Teegan’s lantern, running his hand through the leaves.

“I don’t see these markers of yours, Shessa.”

“Because you’re searching in the wrong place, Brehna. Look up, not down.”

He straightened. “You could have told me.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“I just did.”

“And I just told you. See how that works?”

“Hey!” Connor faltered for an instant, struggling to keep Tehpa upright. “Could we?”

Tiran shot him a glare, then nodded to his twin. “All right. I’m looking up, but I don’t—” His light fell upon an aging tree, catching a swirling lattice of blue jewels embedded in the trunk. Higher up, each thread of jewels followed a branch and spread apart into sparkling droplets of sapphire—a living sculpture of a fountain.

Teegan turned Tiran by the shoulders. “Over there, as well.”

The jewels set into the second tree were amber, set in the shape of licking flames. Dozens more shined down from the branches like embers rising from a fire.

“The fountain and the flame,” Connor said.

Teegan gave him a surprised look. “That’s right—the oldest symbols of the Maker, from before the dragon scourge. Few Keledan remember them. These once marked the southern edge of Dayspring. A small corps of lightraiders called the Knights of the Way maintained the forest for years until the Assembly disbanded the Order.”

Tiran touched one of the blue jewels. “Lightraiders made these?”

“Did I say that?” She swatted his hand away. “These jewels were set by more ancient hands, those with the deep understanding of creation only endless life can bring.”

Tiran dropped the lantern to his side. “Gems pounded into wood are not proof the Elder Folk walked here. Nor are they proof the Old Road still exists. I see no path, only a wall of ivy and brush.”

“Hmm. A wall of ivy.” Teegan cocked her head, sending a red braid flouncing to one side. “And there you are with a sword on your hip. What should you do with it?”

Between his sword and her knife, the two cleared the ivy in minutes. The remnants hung from slender trees, wound together into columns and bent so their leafy branches intertwined. Beyond these, a long hallway of similar arches stretched away into the dark.
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Connor sat behind the saddle of Teegan’s gelding, trying to hold Tehpa upright. She’d traded mounts with him, remarking that she doubted the mare could handle two riders after the fall. After steadying Connor, she mounted the mare in one effortless swing and let out a hard, shrill whistle. A falcon, snow white and flecked with silver, alighted on a leather guard strapped to her forearm. It rotated its head nearly all the way round and regarded Connor with black eyes.

The shock of the whistle had nearly unseated him. “Aethia, I presume,” Connor said, shifting once more into a stable position.

Tiran laughed. He urged his gelding into the arch of trees. “You should have seen your face, Goblin Slayer.”

Teegan coaxed her mare onto the path behind her twin. “I’m sorry I startled you with my call, Connor. Aethia likes to move about in the treetops, and sometimes she roams far away to keep an eye on things.”

Things? From what Connor saw, the falcon was keeping an eye on him, and nothing else. Her backward head remained oddly level despite the mare’s sway. He did his best to look anywhere but at the bird directly in front of him. He found her steady black-eyed gaze unsettling.

The overgrowth had not encroached upon the hall beneath the tree arches. It did, however, close the passage off to the surrounding forest. The air smelled stale. The only light came from the lantern hitched to Teegan’s saddle, illuminating long steps of soil and rock carrying them ever upward into the highlands. “In the elder days, green grass carpeted the whole forest,” she said, turning in her seat to look back at him. “The trees were well spaced for hunting and travel. In daylight, you could see the stretch of this hall from miles away. And at night . . .” She gave him a wistful smile. “Well, in the Elder Tongue they called it Vy Asterlas.”

“The Path of Starlight.” Connor knew small pieces of the founders’ language, mostly from memorizing sacred verses for Resteram but also from the tales and poems Mehma favored. His translation earned a pleasant nod from the girl. He looked up at the arches. “But there is no starlight, here. Even in those days, without the ivy, the branches would have blocked out the sky.”

“The sky had nothing to do with it.” Teegan thrust her arm in front of her, and the falcon shot away, curving nimbly past Tiran’s shoulder and sailing up the tunnel of trees. A ripple of blue-green raced after her—twinkling stars hanging from vines and hovering in the air.

“Star beetles.” Connor reached for the closest light. It zipped away. “There are none at the forest’s edge where our pastures lie.”

“Too bad. Sil Tymest is filled with them. They like the mist.” Teegan whistled her shrill tone, and the falcon returned to its perch, taking a sliver of dried meat from her fingers. It swallowed the morsel whole before swiveling its head to chuff and chortle at the lights.

Teegan stroked her feathers. “Aethia doesn’t approve of star beetles. They flash at the first sign of a predator, giving her away to the rabbits and field mice. Mehma used to say star beetles were one of many counterweights the Maker built into creation, to keep the falcons from getting fat and the rabbits from becoming scarce.”

“Your mehma sounds wise.”

“She was.” Teegan’s smile faded, and she lapsed into silence.

The star beetles soon faded as well. The watches passed, and night gave way to the gray of dawn, and the hall broke into fragments of dead tree stumps and half columns. The long, rocky steps climbed ever northward, interrupted on occasion by the Rising Road as it meandered slowly east and west.

Tehpa woke on occasion, but not fully. He mumbled and groaned, but the fever kept his mind from breaking the surface of consciousness. At times, he kicked at Connor’s shins. At others, he shook with tittering giggles. This kept up until night fell again. Connor’s legs burned from holding his bareback position. “How long, Teegan?”

“We’ll see Ravencrest soon. Before dawn, I assure you.”

Dawn. Four watches away. Connor sighed, twisting left and right in a futile attempt to stretch one leg at a time. A good distance behind, he saw the star beetles were at it again, the ripple of their blue light racing to catch up. What had Teegan said about Aethia’s contempt for the bugs?

They flash at the first sign of a predator.

“Teegan. The star beetles. Something’s coming.”
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“Faster, Tiran.” Teegan slapped the two geldings to force them into a gallop and spurred the mare to follow. “We must go faster.” The three horses broke through a curtain of vines onto an open hilltop with a giant willow at the center. Its leaves were blood red, nearly black in the starlight.

Tiran reached the tree first and wheeled his horse to face the others, jerking a vine from its mane. “Enough. This is pointless. There are no goblins south of the peaks, and no Dayspring wolves would dare attack three riders at once. Anyway, we’ve reached Red Willow Hill, the last rise before the cliffs. We’re almost there.”

“Cliffs?” asked Connor, catching up. “What cliffs?”

Tiran merely pointed over his shoulder.

Clouds broke, allowing the two bright moons to spread their light over a sheer rock wall, a jagged break in the landscape. The Anamturas poured over the cliffs and plummeted down into the forest beyond the hill. Short towers held a three-story inn suspended over the falls. Connor had never laid eyes on the outpost before, but he knew it by sight from the parcelman’s tales. “Ravencrest.”

“Built in the days after the barrier rose.” Teegan nodded to the northwest. “The Rising Road approaches there—a gentle slope. But our road takes us straight north to the cliff stairs. Before this watch is ended, we’ll reach the top.”

“And safety, I hope,” Connor added. “From whatever pursues us.”

Tiran gave him a look of pure distain. “Oh, please. Haven’t we—” A thin black shape sailed past, inches from his nose. Another struck the ground short of his horse. The gelding reared.

“Arrows!” Teegan yelled, snapping her reins. The falcon launched itself from her arm, and she turned in the saddle. “Aethia, no!”

Tiran recovered control and spurred his gelding. “Leave her!”

With the added weight of his tehpa, it took Connor a moment longer than the others to get his horse moving. But the gelding still had more power than his little farm mare. He grabbed the mare’s bridle as he passed, pulling Teegan along. “Your brehna’s right. Leave the bird!”

The two horses surged forward together. The falcon let out a shrill cry behind, diving out of the heights. Something answered with an angry shriek.

Teegan glanced back. “She’s fighting them.”

“Then we owe her a debt but not aid. Keep going.”

They hit the trees on the hill’s downslope with Tiran in the lead. In seconds, the trail narrowed. Connor reined the gelding to force Teegan ahead. She frowned, parting her lips as if to complain, and let out a startled cry instead. The mare went down.

Tiran’s gelding went down too, and Connor tried desperately to keep his own mount from running them over. He needn’t have worried. An arrow sank into the gelding’s shoulder, and it crumbled. Both Connor and Tehpa tumbled into space. Connor hit the ground and skidded through mud and rock, pain jarring his torso. The horses lay all around, whinnying in pain.

Teegan appeared, half crawling, cradling her arm. Blood glistened from a gash on her forehead. “Are you wounded?”

“No more than you.” That might not have been true. Connor’s side screamed with every breath, and his neck burned. “Tehpa, where are you?”
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